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ABRAHAM LINCOLN
AN ADDRESSDELIVERED FEBRUARY 6, 1909, BEFORE THE
COLLEGE ALUMNAE ASSOCIATION
OF PORTLAND, OREGON
BY

WALLACE McCAMANT

HE nineteenth century was prolific in
great men and great achievements.
Its inventors establis'hed easy communication across oceans and continents;
its financiers devised systems of credits
and made possible those great industrial enterprises which contribute to the comfort of
every home. The great plagues of the past yielded to
the skill of its physicians. Its philosophers delved into
the great unknown and explained the ways of God to
man. Its philanthropists grappled with problems of
vice and misery, and taught the world a new lesson
of the brotherhood of man. Its novelists wrote fiction
the most absorbing and the most pathetic. It was an
age of great captains on land and sea-Napoleon,
Wellington, Grant, Von Moltke, Nelson and Farragut:
Of great statesmen-Webster, Clay, Bright, Disraeli,
Kossuth and Bismarck. But the first name we write
on the roll of fame of this epoch-making age is
Abraham Lincoln.
In the consideration of every great man there are
two subjects closely related one to the other, and yet
distinct. These are, what he did; and what 'he was.
In these clays, when Lincoln holds so warm a place in
the affections of his fellowmen, it is interesting to study
his personality. What manner of man was he?
One of his most striking characteristics was his
sterling honesty. He had that financial integrity, that
sense of the obligation to pay his debts, without which
no one is a good man. For him there was no statute
of limitations which could outlaw an honest debt, and
there was no plea which he would evoke to evade its
payment. Early in life he entered into a partnership
with unfortunate results. The business stranded and
left the partners with large indebtedness to meet. Lincoln made no effort to take refuge under the insolvency
laws. On the contrary, he proceeded by a life of selfdenial and industry to raise the money required to meet
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his obligations. It took him a dozen years to pay them,
but he gave himself no rest until by savings from his
professional income and from his salary as Congressman his creditors had received the last dollar of principal
and interest.
Lincoln possessed the rarer quality of intellectual
honesty. His mind was a fair one. It harbored no
prejudice which interfered with the clearness of his
intellectual vision. No man is born intellectually honest,
and Lincoln had acquired this cast of mind by years of
training. All his life be refused to cling to error. He
never endeavored to persuade men that black was white
or wrong was right. As a lawyer he never sought to
impose upon the court by advocating unsound legal
propositions. As a public leader he was a stranger to
the arts of the demagogue. He never sought office at
the expense of principle. He never condoned error for
the sake of votes. He was always and everywhere
smcere.
Lincoln was six feet four inches tall, and possessed
great physical strength. None of his qualities is more
famous t'han his sociability. He was one of the most
companionable of men. His fund of stories was inexhaustible, and they never lost anything in the telling.
His stump speeches were replete with illustrations, so
much so that his hearers had a peg on which to hang
in their memories every thought which he gave them.
He was a. grateful man, and never forgot a kindness. His biographies are foll of illustrations of his
gratitude to all who had ever befriended him.
Nature had given Lincoln a heart ox-like in proportion and womanly in tenderness, and he never outgrew
its influence. No man ever had more tender or more
catholic sympathies. He could never resist a woman's
tears. During the war he used to instruct his secretaries
to relieve h.im from interviewing women. "I can't
resist them; 1 can't resist them," he said.
When I was a boy I had the privilege of hearing a
4

lecture on Lincoln by Schuyler Colfax, Vice President
of the United States from r869 to 1873. He devoted
a large share of his time to telling stories, one after
another, to illustrate Lincoln's tenderness of heart. It
seemed as if no case could arise in which there was
not some feature which appealed to the President's sympathies. One day Lincoln received a dispatch from Gen~
era! Benjamin F. Butler protesting against his leniency
to military offenders as destructive of all discipline in
the army. '111e same day a woman came to him to ask
the life of her boy who had been convicted of deserting
from Butler's own army. The President listened to her
for a time, and said: "Ben Butler or no Ben Butler,
your boy's life must be spared."
One of the stories which most impressed me was
that of "Benny, Asleep at His Post." Benny was a
young man who had enlisted in the Army of the Poto-mac. In an arduous campaign he had been up two
nights without sleep, and on the third he had volunteered to stand guard as sentry in place of a sick
comrade. He had fallen asleep at his post; had been
tried by a court-martial, and had been sentenced to be
shot. \,Vorel had been sent to his parents, and their
little daughter had witnessed their grief that her brother
was to die-not on the field of battle, but rather as a
criminal who had betrayed the trust reposed in him.
The little girl said nothing to her parents, but she
emptied her child's bank, in which she had saved a few
dollars, and spent the money in traveling from their
Pennsylvania home to Washington. She found her way
to the anteroom of the vVhite House, and soon the door
opened and a tall, benevolent-looking man came forth.
The room was full of others awaiting him, but the
President came to the little girl and asked what he
could do for her. Her eyes full of tears, and her voice
choked with grief, she told her story. The President
tried to impress upon her the seriousness of her brother's
offense. He told her that it might have cost the country
5

an army, but he could not resist her entreaties, and
before she left the White House the President had issued
an order for her brother's pardon.
This man who felt so deeply for the woe of others;
who was generous to aJ fault, and who was called upon
to carry so large a load of care, led a melancholy,
unhappy life. The only woman he ever loved, according to his law partner, William H. Herndon, was Anne
Rutledge, who was related to the famous Rutledge
family of South Carolina. She lived at New Salem,
Illinois, where Lincoln spent many of the years of his
early manhood. He prevailed in his suit with her, but
she died shortly before they were to be married. Lincoln
subsequently married Mary Todd, but their domestic life
was not happy. We will not take the trouble to consider
who was at fault. It is enough to emphasize the fact
that this great man, whose heart was so tender and
whose sympathies were so catholic, was never to have
a happy home which could be to him a place of refuge
from every storm without.
The organization of the Republican party in 1854
found Lincoln well equipped for the work which lay
before him in the eleven succeeding years. He had
won success in his profession and enjoyed an enviable
reputation in the State of Illinois as a political speaker.
These things gave him his hearing. In the days of his
early manhood he made a trip down the Mississippi
River on a raft, and while at New Orleans he had
visited a slave market. He had noted particularly the
sale of a mulatto girl at auction and the indignities to
which she was subjected during the sale. The scene
made a profound impression on Lincoln, and from that
day to the clay of his death: he made persistent war on
slavery. He had affiliated with the Whig party, but
this organization ceased to exist after its defeat in 1852.
\Vhen the Republican party was organized with its doc6

trines of free speech, free soil and free men, Lincoln
threw himself heart and soul into the crusade. L-Lis first
great work was his service to the anti-slavery cause in
what was then t11e Far West. The anti-slavery cause
was strong in New England. The literary life of the
country was almost wholly in New England, and our
poets and great writers were
opposed to slavery.
Boston was the home of William Lloyd Garrison and
Wendell Phillips. New England influence permeated the
State of New York, and the anti-slavery cause in that
State was reinforced by the support of great journalists
-notably Horace Greeley, William Cullen Bryant and
Thurlow Weed. The free soil forces in New York,
moreover, were mag·nificently organized under the leadership of William H. Seward. A New England colony in
Northern Ohio was a center for abolition sentiment in
that State, and in Ohio also the anti-slavery forces were
magnificently led. Chase, Wade, Giddings and Corwin
were all men of tremendous force and influence. In
Pennsylvania the anti-slavery sentiment was weaker, but
its leaders were shrewd enough to ally their ca.use with
the overwhelming sentiment in favor of a protective
tariff. In the country west of Ohio the free soil cause
required a rallying point. Indiana, Illinois and Iowa
were full of men of Southern birth and Southern sympathies. The transcendentalism of New England was
unknown in this frontier territory, and the abolitionists
of New England could never have done the work which
this situation required.
The anti-slavery cause was doomed to failure unless
it could win the support of the Far \,Vest, and in this
section the men to be convinced were differentiated in
life and thought from the people of New England. This
situation was Lincoln's call and his opportunity.
Lincoln's Peoria speech in 1854 is pronounced by an
intelligent critic the most powerful argument in behalf

all
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of Republican principles which has come down to us
from that time. It was largely throughi his influence
that an anti-slavery majority was elected to the Illinois
Legislature. Lincoln was the choice of a large majority
of the anti-slavery members for United States Senator .
There were five of them, however, who refused to vote
for him. He thereupon withdrew from the contest and
thus secured the election of Lyman Trumbull, the first
free-soil Senator from Illinois. In 1858 he entered upon
his memorable forensic duel with Stephen A. Douglas.
111ere is no other forensic contest in American history
so notable as the Lincoln-Douglas debates. Douglas was
the idol of th·e Northern Democracy. The debates were
noticecl in other states chieAy because he was one of the
contestants. He was gifted, popular and patriotic. In
the spring of 1861, when the hand of death was upon
him, he was to come before the Illinois Legislature and
by his impassioned plea for loyalty to the Union he was
to render a service to the country beyond the power of
any other man to perform. In his contest with Lincoln
he had no disadvantage except the weakness of his cause.
It was at the beginning of this campaign, in his address
before the Republican State Convention, that Lincoln
delivered his famous address in which he said: "A house
divided against itself cannot stand. T believe this Government cannot endure permanently half slave and half
free." In speaking of Mr. Lincoln in connection with
the Douglas debates, James G. Blaine says:
"Mr. Lincoln was calm and philosophic. He loved
the truth for the truth's sake. He would not argue from
a false premise, or be deceived himself or deceive others
by a false conclusion. He had pondered deeply on the
issues which aroused him to action. He had given
anxious fhought to the problems of free government,
and to the destiny of the republic. He had for himself
marked out a path of duty, and he walked in it fears
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lessly. His mental processes were slower but more
profound than those of Douglas. He did not seek to
say merely the thing which was best for that day's
debate, but the thing which would stand the test of time
and square itself with eternal justice. He often taugl1t
a great truth with the felicitous brevity of an Aesop
fable."
Douglas was successful in electing a majority of the
Legislature. On the other hand, the Republican State
ticket was elected, and Lincoln's speeches were a gospel
of free soil doctrine destined to germinate and fructify
throughout the entire Northwest.
After the Lincoln-Douglas debates this section continued for the most part loyal to the anti-slavery cause.
It furnished the two great captains under whom final
victory was won in the war, and its invincible battalions
fought their way with scarce a reverse from Fort Donelson, by way of Vicksburg, to Atlanta and Savannah.
For the first time Lincoln had come prominently
before the people of the entire country. The debates
were noted at some length in the New York and Philadelphia press. On February 27, r86o, he delivered his
Cooper Union speech in New York. In reporting the
meeting the following day the New York Tribune said:
"Since the day of Clay and Webster no man has spoken
to a larger assemblage of the intellect and mental culture
of our city." The Tribune further said: "No man ever
before made such an impression on his first appeal to a
New York audience." Horace Greeley wrote several
years afterwards about this speech as follows: "I do
not hesitate to pronounce it the very best political address
to which I ever listened, and I have heard Webster's
grandest."
A few months after the meeting at Cooper Union the
Republican National Convention met, and Lincoln was
nominated for President. He owed bis nomination prin!l

cipally to a belief in his ava.ilability and to the shrewd
political tactics of his supporters. There can be no doubt
that Seward was the choice of a large majority of the
Republican electors for this nomination. The story of
the split in the Democratic party and of Lincoln's consequent victory at the polls is familiar history. This
brings us to what I regard as the supreme testing of
Lincoln's character. The crisis which transpired between
Lincoln's election and his inauguration was the gravest
since the winter of Valley Forge. A few weeks after the
election South Carolina seceded from the Union. At
short intervals thereafter the Cotton States, one by one,
followed her example. Forts and arsenals were seized.
President Buchanan, in his message to Congress in '
December, 1860, disclaimed any power in the Federal
Government to coerce a sovereign State to remain in the
Union. Public opinion in the North was panic stricken.
Mr. 131aine says:
"As soon as the election was decided in favor of Mr.
Lincoln, and the secession movement began to develop in
the South, tens of thousands of those who had voted for
the Republican candidates became a.ffrighted at the result
of their work. There was, indeed, in every free State
what might, in the political nomenclature of the day, be
termed an utter demoralization of the Republican party.
"Meetings to save the Union upon the basis of surrender of principle were held throughout the free States,
while a word of manly resistance to the aggressive disposition of the South, or in reaffirmation of principles so
long contended for, met no popular response. Even in
Boston Wendell Phillips needed the protection of the
police in returning to his home after one of his eloquent
and defiant harangues. George William Curtis was
advised by the Republican Mayor of Philadelphia that
his appearance as a lecturer in that city would be
extremely unwise. He had been engagerl to speak on
10
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'The Policy of Honesty.' But the owner of the hall in
which Mr. Curtis was to appear warned him that a riot
was anticipated if he should speak. This was less than
five weeks after Mr. Lincoln was elected, and the change
of sentiment in Philadelphia was but an index of the
change elsewhere in the North."
Such men as Henry Ward Beecher, Charles Prancis
Adams, Horace Greeley and Thurlow Weed were swept
off their feet. Seward, the most influential of the Republican leaders, wavered and was induced to oppose surrender of the free soil principle only by the influence of
Lincoln, who had offered him a seat in the cabinet. TI1e
South was militant and aggressive. The Democrats of
the North were for peace at any price, and a large fraction of the Repnblican party was in accord with them,
on this issue. Senator Crittenden of Kentucky introduced his compromise measures with a view to bridging
the controversy by amendments to the Constitution which
should perpetuate slavery not only in all the slave States,
but also in: all Territories south of latitude 36° 30'. This
so-called compromise involved further concessions to the
slave power by ,·equiring the Pederal Government to pay
the value of all fugitive slaves and by providing that
slavery should never be abolished in the District of
Columbia without the consent of both Maryland and
Virginia. Says James Ford Rhodes in his history of
those times :
"No fact is clearer than that the Republicans in
December defeated the Crittenden compromise; few historic probabilities have better evidence to support them
than the one which asserts that the adoption of this
measure would have prevented the secession of the Cotton States, other ~han South Carolina, and the beginning
of the civii war in I 86 I.''
The factor which shaped and controlled the Republican attitude with reference to this compromise was the
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influence of the President-elect. As far as possible he
kept out of print, but in letters to personal friends and
in interviews with party leaders he firmly but tactfully
insisted on Republican loyalty to the Republican platform:
" 'Entertain no proposition for a compromise in
regard to the extension of slavery,' he wrote, December
I 1, to Kellogg, the Illinois member of the House Committee of thirty-three on the crisis. 'The instant you
clo, they have us under again; all our labor 1s lost,
The
and sooner or later must be done over.
tug has to come, and better now tha.n later.' "
In a Jetter to Elihu B. Washburne he said, in speaking of tlie free soil principle: "On that point hold firm
as a chain of steel." On the I 5t!h of December he wrote
to John A. Gilmer of North Carolina as follows: "On
the territorial question I am inflexible. On that there is
a difference between you and us; and it is the only substantial difference. You think slavery is right and ought
to be extended; we think it is wrong and ought to be
restricted. For this, neither has any just occasion to be
angry with the other." On tlhe 22d of December the
New York Tribune published on its editorial page the
following:
"vVe are enabled to state, in the most positive terms,
that Mr. Lincoln is utterly opposed to any concession or
compromise that shall yield one iota of the position occupied by the Republican party on the subject of slavery in
the Territories, and that he stands now, as he stood in
May last, when he accepted the nomination for the presidency, square upon the. Chicago platform."
There were other men besides Lincoln who saw the
folly of this cry of "Peace, peace!" when there was no
peace. Thaddeus Stevens, representing the old Lancaster district in Pennsylvania, delivered one of his splendid
philippics on the floor of the House of Representatives,
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ridiculing the efforts of compromise and demanding
loyalty to the free soil principles which he claimed had
been endorsed by the people in the presidential election;
but it is significant of the temper of the times that Stevens
was protected from personal violence during the delivery
of his speech only by the interposition of a number of
frien<ls who formed a hollow square, in the midst of
which Stevens, speaking on the floor of the National
House of Representatives, was barely able to deliver his
speech. Stevens at this time h?.d not secured that overpowering influence which came to him later; and it may
be said with entire truth that but for Lincoln's attitude
the Crittenden compromise would have prevailed and
there would have been no war in r861. It was due to
Lincoln, acting in the teeth of public opinion, that the
free soil principle was maintained. Better than any other
man of his time he knew the people; more clearly than
any one else he read the future. He was as the young
man in the times of Elisha whose eyes had been opened
that he might see the mountain full of fiery horses and
chariots of the Lord. In his mind's eye Lincoln saw
Grant, Sherman, Sheridan, Thomas and the Grand Army
of the Republic ready to spring to arms when the signal
gun should fire on Sumter. If he saw; Bull Run and
Chancellorsville, he saw also Gettysburg and Appomattox. In the strength of that vision he was brave to
stand alone.
On the 4th of March he closed his inaugural with
this prophecy: "The mystic chords of memory stretching
from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living
heart and hearthstone in all this broad land, will yet
swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as
surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature."
Thank God for this brave, virile son of the prairies
and for his stout heart in this hour of trial. We had
come to the parting of the ways. Concession to the
13

slave-power had already been carried too far. To carry
it farther would have been to break the spirit of the
North. Garrison and Phillips had spoken. Harriet
Beecher Stowe had written. John Brown had died.
Curtin, Andrew, Morton and the rest of the great war
governors were taking their seats.
The fullness of time had come.
God had sounded forth the trumpet which should
never call retreat; He was sifting out the hearts of men
before His judgment seat. If the men of the North had
faltered at such a time, they had been as those weighed
in the balances and found wanting.
When Lincoln took his seat as President he was
with out·experience as an administrator. He knew nothing about military affairs, and the war was half over
before he 11ad thoroughly learned his lesson on the subject of whom to trust with the command of his armies.
But as a civilian it is doubtful if he ever took a false step
or made a mistake. H is tact was unfailing. It was
due wholly to Lincoln's tact that the first gun was fired
by the South, and the result showed that he had correctly
estimated the effect on public opinion in the North of the
firing on Fort Sumter. The country lost its head when
Mason and Slidell were seized, but Lincoln remained cool
and his counsel of one war at a time prevailed. In one
of 'his debates with Douglas Lincoln had said: "With
public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it, nothing
can succeed. Consequently he who molds public sentiment goes deeper than he who enacts statutes or pronounces decisions." It was Lincoln's supreme work to
mold and lead public opinion during those troublous
times. So hostile was public opinion in the City of
Baltimore that when Lincoln came on to Washington
for his inauguration it was deemed wise to come through
the City of Baltimore by night and secretly. Yet so tactfully did Lincoln handle the situation that the border
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States all remained loyal to the Union. Thoug·h he
seldom left Washington, he contrived to keep in touch
with the people. He was a frequent visitor at the hospitals and the invalid camps. 111ere was a. charm about
his personality which won the hearts of those whom he
met. He understood the people. A formidable movement was organized to defeat him for renomination in
1864. He dealt it a body blow when he made the homely
remark that it was a bad plan to swap horses w'hile crossing a stream. The maintenance of the public credit and
the recruiting required to preserve the strength of the
armies demanded that public opinion be kept at all times
Joyal and zealous to the cause. The Nort'hern people were
peace-loving and not martial. When Lincoln assumed
office they were vacillating, divided in political opinion
and poisoned by false teaching. Yet in this people Lincoln evoked a faith which remained firm during four
dark years, which was proof against repeated disaster
and which bore fruit in billions of treasure and more
than two and a half millions of enlistments. He achieved
these ·results in the face of a powerful and malignant
opposition which aspersed his motives, denounced his
policies and thwarted his plans.
When he had once found a man capable of giving
good service to the people, no consideration could induce
Lincoln to dispense with his services. Stanton was
unpopular, but he probably ranks with Chatham as one
of the two greatest war ministers the world has ever
seen. And Lincoln kept Stanton in the cabinet at all
hazards.
In the same way Lincoln withstood the popular
demand for the removal of Grant in his first Virginia
campaign. Grant had realized that in the Anny of
Northern Virginia commanded by Robert E. Lee 'he
had no ordinary antagonist. In order to win it was
necessary to make use of the superior population and
15

resources of the Northern States. Lee must be conquered by a policy of attrition under which Grant's losses
could be repaired while Lee's could not. Moreover, Lee's
advantage of interior lines must be neutralized by fighting him at all points all the time to insure against the
reinforcement of point after point as it might be sticcessively threatened. We can now see that this plan was
wise. But the people of the North could not be taken
into the confidence of the great military leader, and they
cried out at the bloodshed which attended his plan. But
even in a presidential year the President stood between
Grant and this popular outcry. Stanton remained in the
vVar Department to maintain, to support and to recruit;
Grant remained at the front, each day hurling his magnificent army by the left flank forward, till decisive victory was won at Five Forks and the rebellion expired at
Appomattox.
With his pronounced anti-slavery views nothing was
more congenial to Lincoln than emancipation, but he
could not be 'hurried into this policy prematurely. His
hand was on the public pulse, and the proclamation was
withheld until Lee had been beaten back from his invasion of Maryland and the battle of Antietam had been
won. Then the proclamation was issued, and it proved
effective, if not controlling, in preventing foreign intervention in the war.
Lacking in all the graces of the schools, Lincoln
finally became a great orator. He was less fervid than
Patrick Henry, and there was a power and force which
Webster sometimes attained W:hich Lincoln did not possess; but in the poetry of oratory, in loftiness of thought
and elevation of sentiment we have no American orations
which rank with the Gettysburg speech and Lincoln's
second inaugural.
On lhe day of his second inaugural the time of his
departure was at hand. His life's work was well-nigh
done. Standing on the borders of the land of the
hereafter, he said :
10

"Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this
mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet if
Goel wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by
the bondman's two hundred and fifty years of unrequited
toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn
by the lash shall be paid by anot'her drawn by the sword,
as was said three thousand years· a.go, so still it must be
said, that 'the judgments of the Lord are true and
righteous altogether.'
"With malice towar<l none, with charity for all, with
firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let
us finish the work we are in, to bind op the nation's
wottnds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle,
and for his widow and his orphans, to do all which may
achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations."
This was Lincoln's valedictory. A month later he
was to see the flag 'he loved waving over the capital of
the Confederacy. A day or two thereafter his great heart
ceased to beat.
"Ye shall know the truth, ancl the truth shall make
you free." These are the words of the greatest of all
teachers, and as the centuries have passed since they were
spoken the world has learned more and more the power
of truth and the value of freedom. The world's greatest
benefactors are those rare spirits sent from time to time
in the providence of Goel to make known to it the truth
and to confer freedom. This was Lincoln's mission. He
was an apostle of truth, and through the power of the
truth which he believed and expounded he was able to
confer freedom on a race. So long as the memory of
those times shall endure, the story of his brave, genuine
life will go ringing down the ages to inspire and uplift,
to vindicate to men now unborn the institutions of his
country and the civilization of which he was a part.
17
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